Visiting after Dark
privacy and food: after that it is the custom to visit till the
small hours, when a late supper or early breakfast finishes
the proceedings of the night.
British residents, dining in their houses or dancing at
the club, see little of this nocturnal liveliness. At most,
as they drive by, they watch the crowd in New Street made
visible by more lights than usual and moving in solid
phalanxes, among squeaks and hootings of the traffic.
But in the side streets, where only a lantern here and
there shows dim brick comers, and the carved lattices
meet overhead, it is just as it has ever been. Closed doors
in blank walls are ready during this month to open with
the same uncanny facility as once they did to Haroun and
his Vizier. In dark lanes, rustling with shadowy gowns
and murmured conversations, the Eye of Discrimination
may no doubt yet discern its Moon of Destiny, however
enveloped for the time being in a black abba and the
darkness of night; and following, may watch it disappear
with handmaidens and companions, and the fellow who
carries the lantern, across a mysterious threshold in whose
inky recess the negro slave yet holds guard.
Whether " the wealthy merchant's only son" still
crosses the doorstep with that peculiar and engaging rash-
ness of his, and what happens to him inside, I do not know:
he probably climbs upstairs to the first-floor room, where